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Danny Boy.

First stanza

Frederic Weatherly 

Oh, Danny boy, the pipes, the pipes are calling
From glen to glen, and down the mountain side.
The summer's gone, and all the roses falling,
It's you, it's you must go and I must bide.
But come ye back when summer's in the meadow,
Or when the valley's hushed and white with snow,
It's I'll be here in sunshine or in shadow,
Oh, Danny boy, oh Danny boy, I love you so!
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PROLOGUE

Having just celebrated my 90th birthday on Anzac Day, 25th April 2020, even allowing for the longevity factor that is part of the twenty-first century, I am on the downhill run.  Maybe because of that I have been reflecting on the lyrics of some of my favourite songs of the twentieth century, particularly ones that deal with the inexorable passage of time, relationships formed and fractured, aging and dying; songs like Begin The Beguine, Danny Boy, As Time Goes By and Smoke Gets In Your Eyes.  Having spent a large portion of my life in the music industry there is a natural connection, and Adam Winter Music was a well-known provider of music, still is, although my son Joshua is now at the helm.
I have been thinking about my mother and step-father, of how things were, of choices made and the repercussions, of what was, and what might have been.  I plan to set down my thoughts, provide a background of the early years, then detail what actually happened, as much as I can harness the vagaries of memory, the choices we all made and where they lead.  Then, a third part will be my speculation of what might have been, where the roads may have lead if we had made different choices and been more compassionate in our selection.
This will not be a story to be published, it is purely for me, to set down the events in some order and find comfort, or at least reconciliation in these last years.  There will be no deadline, other than my mortality.  I will sit here quietly in my now quiet study and put quill to paper or finger to keyboard and dredge up memories long buried to give them shape and form.  It saddens me that Sarah will not be here to share the recollections and provide her always valid comments, but she has been gone these past five years.  She was never noisy, but there was always sound in this home we shared, her cooking or doing housework, or telling me it was time to pause so we could have a cup of tea and biscuits.  The home being on 10 acres some miles out of town there is a natural barrier against the intrusions and sounds that fall upon us from the outside world, so I will have the ideal quiet location to reflect upon and consider the long gone days and the characters who peopled them.
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Chapter One

My father, Albert Winter, was born in 1885.  He joined the army when the First World War broke out, but never saw action.  He had trained as a tailor and within a couple of years of being discharged he opened a menswear store. He was meticulous in his business and private life and his attention to detail reassured those he dealt with that they would not regret the occasion of their meeting.  I am not sure how he met my mother, Alice, who was the daughter of one of his suppliers, but they were married in 1925, five years before I was born.
Even as a child I somehow discerned they were not well matched.  Many times I remember father coming home from work, walking down the hall and entering the kitchen with a heavy sigh when he saw mother doing anything but preparing dinner.  He was always smart, three piece suit, bow tie, highly polished shoes, my job later, and an elegant felt hat I later learned was called a fedora.  He never raised his voice, but was able to frame a rebuke by asking questions.

“Alice, if I say I will be home at six o’clock, what time will I be home?”

“Six o’clock, of course, you’re always exact with your times.”  She didn’t seem to realise she was being chastised and calmly went on with sewing or cleaning the stove, or whatever.

“Right, and allowing time for me to wash up and change, you wouldn’t think it would be too much trouble to have the evening meal ready by 6:30, would you?”

“But it doesn’t really matter if we eat at 6:30 or 7:00, I was just finishing off this sewing.”

Whereupon he would sigh again, turn on his heel and walk down the hall to their bedroom, reappearing about 20 minutes later wearing smart slacks and a smoking jacket.

Mum always had nice clothes, he made sure of that, but somehow she didn’t seem to wear them well.  By the time I was five or six she was just over 30 and a bit dumpy, what people called at that time, homely, and it was not unusual for her brown hair to be a mess.  Thinking of it now, appearance and rigid routines were not as important to her as they were to my father.  And thinking of it from the perspective of maturity, what did it really matter?  She was buxom, affectionate, and loving, especially to me.  Which was the more important?  But wisdom is not necessarily a codicil for the young; more is the pity.  

My father died of cancer in 1938.  I was 8 and he was 53.  Piecing things together, the home and the shop were owned outright, and there was no overdraft.  I’m sure this made all the difference to mum, she was not a business woman, but was determined to use what had been left her and provide for me and Brendon, who was two years my junior.  This was long before there was government support for widows or deserted wives as would be the norm later.  Father had two men working for him by the mid-thirties, Len Cope and Daryl Price, but neither of them was a tailor.  Fortunately mum’s father knew someone who was a tailor, and he started working in the shop a few months later, by which time mum was also working behind the counter, and doing what she could.  To her credit she spruced herself up, had her hair cut differently and usually wore grey or navy skirts with a white blouse.  The new tailor, Tom Bryce, which caused some confusion with Daryl, was efficient, but I never really liked him.  He was single, and it may have been nothing more than he was shy, or didn’t like kids.  Len, on the other hand, was jolly and always had time for me and a good story.

The next year the British Commonwealth was at war with Germany for the second time in two decades and the world changed again.  As we moved into the 40s and clearly this was not going to be quickly won or a brief adventure, more and more restrictions were imposed, and increasing numbers of young men joined up, or were called up to do their bit for King and country.  With the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor and America entering the war things changed again and the hostilities that had thus far been on the other side of the world were suddenly at our back door.

In 1942 Daryl left and joined the army.  This meant we were one man down, but with so many men away sales were down and he did not need to be replaced.  Soon after, and I never learned how it came about, we got some sort of government contract, and filling these requirements carried us through to the end of the war.

In 1943 we were eating dinner one night, I still remember, it was a beef stew, not unusual for mum was a ‘meat and potatoes’ type cook, nothing fancy, and war-time restrictions fitted well with her culinary leanings.  

“I need to talk to you boys,” she paused for a long moment and we both laid down our fork and knife, waiting expectantly.  She gave a short laugh, then looked down at her plate.  “I’ve been meaning to talk to you for a while, but it never seemed to be the right time.  Your father has been gone for five years now, and we will always miss him, but time passes, and we need to move on,” she looked up with a small smile, “I need to move on.  We never know what might happen, what good or bad thing might be just around the corner.  Look at all the changes that have come with the war, just the other day I was talking to one of our customers and their son was killed in some place in France or Italy I’ve never even heard of.  We’ve got to think of how a small alteration to the patterns of our life can have a dramatic impact, it might be good, but it might not be, either.  We need to reach out and grasp happiness where we can.”  She laughed again, “and now I’m waffling.  You know that Len is more than someone who works for us at the shop, he’s a friend and has been here many times for dinner, and we all know that can’t be because I am the best cook, even in this street.”

We all laughed at that, and I decided to make it easy for her.  “What you’re trying to say, mum, is that you and Len are going to get married.  It’s fine with us, we both like Len.  Kids aren’t as stupid or unobservant as adults like to think.”

“But how...” her voice trailed off.

“How could we know, or at least assume?”  She nodded.  “He’s comes here often, and you’re happy, not that you’re unhappy other times, but sometimes you get frazzled with things at the shop.  He’s nice to Brendon and me, and that’s because he likes us,” and I threw in one of my newly found big words, “not because he is trying to ingratiate himself with us.”  I turned to Brendon.  “That’s right, isn’t it, Brendon?”

“Yes, mum
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